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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of problem-solving skills
training on reducing rejection sensitivity and improving social competence in female
students with learning disabilities. This study employed a randomized controlled trial
with a pretest-posttest-follow-up design. The statistical population included sixth-
grade female students with learning disabilities in Yazd during the 2023-2024
academic year. A total of 30 participants were selected through purposive sampling
and randomly assigned to an experimental and a control group (15 per group). The
experimental group received ten 90-minute sessions of problem-solving training
based on D’Zurilla’s model. Data were collected using the Children's Rejection
Sensitivity Questionnaire and the Social Competence Rating Scale. Data analysis was
conducted using repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc test in SPSS-
27. The results revealed that problem-solving training had a significant effect on
reducing rejection sensitivity (F=28.14, p<.001, n?>=.51) and enhancing social
competence (F=31.02, p<.001, n>=.54). Bonferroni post-hoc analysis showed
significant differences between pretest and posttest, and pretest and follow-up scores
in the experimental group (p<.001). However, there was no significant difference
between posttest and follow-up scores, indicating the intervention's long-term
stability. Problem-solving skills training can serve as an effective intervention to
reduce rejection sensitivity and improve social competence among students with
learning disabilities, thereby promoting their psychological and social well-being.
Keywords: Learning disabilities, problem-solving, rejection sensitivity, social
competence.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Students with learning disabilities (LD) are a vulnerable population in educational systems due to their ongoing
academic difficulties and associated cognitive, emotional, and social challenges. Beyond the primary deficits
in reading, writing, or mathematics, these students often struggle with emotional regulation, social integration,
and interpersonal relationships, leading to increased levels of social rejection, isolation, and a diminished sense
of competence (Babazadeh et al., 2021; Bahrami, 2019). Rejection sensitivity, defined as the tendency to
anxiously expect and intensely react to perceived social rejection, has been documented as significantly higher
in students with LD, contributing to reduced peer acceptance and heightened emotional distress (Terada &
Kawamoto, 2017). In parallel, deficits in social competence — the ability to effectively navigate social
interactions — are commonly observed in this population, further complicating their psychosocial
development and academic engagement (Mokarram et al., 2021).

The relationship between cognitive strategies and social-emotional functioning has been widely studied.
Research shows that deficiencies in problem-solving skills among students with LD hinder their ability to cope
with academic and social demands, reinforcing patterns of avoidance, low self-worth, and maladaptive
behaviors (Kreider et al., 2020; Siu & Shek, 2005). Problem-solving is a key executive function that enables
individuals to analyze social situations, generate appropriate solutions, and enact adaptive responses. As such,
targeted interventions that enhance cognitive problem-solving abilities have shown promise in mitigating both
behavioral and affective difficulties in students with LD (Montague et al., 2011).

Studies such as that by Esmaeelzadeh Roozbehani et al. (2021) demonstrated that cognitive rehabilitation
significantly improved executive functions and problem-solving in students with mathematical LD, indirectly
enhancing their emotional regulation and classroom behavior (Esmaeelzadeh Roozbehani et al., 2021).
Similarly, Hashemi et al. (2017) reported that emotional competency training, which incorporates aspects of
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social problem-solving, reduced anxiety and enhanced working memory in children, further affirming the
interplay between emotional and cognitive skills (Hashemi et al., 2017). These findings suggest a bidirectional
relationship between problem-solving and social-emotional competence, particularly in students with
developmental and learning challenges.

The role of structured problem-solving instruction in educational contexts is further supported by studies
highlighting its efficacy in improving self-regulation, academic resilience, and interpersonal adjustment. For
example, Babazadeh et al. (2021) found that problem-solving training enhanced self-esteem and self-concept
in students with LD, leading to better academic engagement and social adaptation (Babazadeh et al., 2021).
Similarly, Tarazi et al. (2020) reported that interventions focusing on emotional regulation and social-cognitive
problem-solving significantly decreased academic burnout in students with learning disabilities, indicating the
broader impact of such training on well-being (Tarazi et al., 2020).

From an international perspective, Jitendra and Star (2011) emphasized the value of schema-based instruction
in inclusive classrooms, underscoring its benefits in developing mathematical problem-solving among students
with LD (Jitendra & Star, 2011). Montague et al. (2011) reinforced this through empirical evidence showing
that cognitive strategy instruction not only improved problem-solving but also facilitated classroom
engagement (Montague et al., 2011). Moreover, Vlachou and Stavroussi (2016) developed a structured
intervention aimed at fostering interpersonal problem-solving skills in children with intellectual disabilities,
which proved effective in enhancing their social inclusion (Vlachou & Stavroussi, 2016).

Despite the supportive evidence, a gap remains in applying such interventions specifically to address emotional
vulnerabilities like rejection sensitivity in students with LD. While most programs aim to improve cognitive
or academic outcomes, few target the psychosocial sequelae of learning disabilities, particularly within the
context of elementary education. This study aims to fill that gap by evaluating whether problem-solving skills
training can effectively reduce rejection sensitivity and increase social competence in sixth-grade students with
learning disabilities.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a randomized controlled trial design with pretest, posttest, and five-month follow-up
assessments. The statistical population included sixth-grade female students diagnosed with learning
disabilities in Yazd during the 2023—-2024 academic year. Based on screening results and inclusion criteria, 30
participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=15)
and a control group (n=15).

The experimental group participated in ten 90-minute sessions of structured problem-solving training based
on the D’Zurilla and Goldfried model. The control group received no intervention during the study. Both
groups completed assessments at three points: pretest (baseline), posttest (immediately after the intervention),
and follow-up (five months after the intervention).

The primary dependent variables were rejection sensitivity and social competence. Rejection sensitivity was
measured using the Children's Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire, while social competence was assessed
using the Social Competence Rating Scale developed by Felner et al. Data analysis was conducted using
repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc tests in SPSS version 27.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated notable changes across time for the experimental group. The mean rejection
sensitivity score decreased from 42.73 (SD=4.56) in the pretest to 31.82 (SD=5.01) in the posttest, and slightly
increased to 33.12 (SD=4.87) in the follow-up. In contrast, the control group’s scores remained stable across
time.
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For social competence, the experimental group’s scores increased from a pretest mean of 62.44 (SD=5.38) to
a posttest mean of 75.61 (SD=6.02), with a slight decrease in the follow-up (M=74.00, SD=5.87). The control
group showed no significant changes over the three time points.

Repeated measures ANOVA showed a statistically significant main effect of time for both variables: rejection
sensitivity (F=28.14, p<.001, n?>=.51) and social competence (F=31.02, p<.001, n*=.54). A significant
interaction effect between time and group was also observed for both variables, indicating that the intervention
had a differential impact over time. The effect of group was significant in both outcomes, confirming the
intervention’s influence.

Bonferroni post-hoc tests revealed significant differences between the pretest and posttest (p<.001) and
between the pretest and follow-up (p<.001) for both variables in the experimental group. However, the
difference between posttest and follow-up was not significant, suggesting the stability of the intervention’s
effects over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that problem-solving skills training is effective in reducing rejection
sensitivity and enhancing social competence in students with learning disabilities. The observed decrease in
rejection sensitivity suggests that participants learned to reframe social interactions and anticipate less
rejection, possibly due to improved cognitive flexibility and emotional regulation. This is especially
meaningful for students with learning disabilities, who are frequently exposed to negative peer experiences
and are prone to developing defensive or withdrawn social behavior.

The improvement in social competence highlights the role of cognitive strategies in fostering interpersonal
adaptability. The training likely enhanced students’ ability to analyze social situations, generate appropriate
responses, and engage with peers more confidently. The maintenance of these effects in the follow-up phase
underscores the durability of problem-solving instruction when delivered through structured, interactive
sessions.

Moreover, the results underscore the utility of cognitive-behavioral interventions in addressing both the
cognitive and emotional dimensions of learning disabilities. Unlike purely academic remediation, problem-
solving training addresses the broader developmental needs of students with LD by targeting their interpersonal
functioning and psychological well-being.

In practical terms, the findings suggest that integrating problem-solving training into school-based support
services can contribute significantly to the social and emotional growth of students with learning disabilities.
Such interventions can be particularly effective when administered early, before social rejection and emotional
distress become entrenched.

The study provides evidence for the multidimensional benefits of cognitive problem-solving training,
demonstrating its potential to improve both emotional resilience and social functioning. This has significant
implications for inclusive education and for designing school programs that address the holistic development
of learners with special needs.
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